
In 1980, the first Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture will be presented. Prior to that, 
five seminars are to be held to discuss var
ious criteria and categories for the Award, as 
well as some of the other mundane aspects of 
its organization. Though this is the second 
seminar chronologically, it is the first one to 
be held in a country of the Islamic world, 
and I therefore attach particular regard to 
its participants and importance to its subject 
matter. I am thus truly happy to welcome 
His Excellency The President of the Turkish 
Parliament who, both personally and in his 
official capacity, has been responsible for 
playing a major part in the restoration and 
preservation of Turkey's historic buildings. 

The theme of the seminar to which I heartily 
welcome you all is "Architectural Trans
formations in the Islamic World" It is 
appropriate that I should state publicly 
the reasons why Turkey has been chosen 
as the site of the first seminar. After the 
medieval contacts of Islam with the West in 
the Mediterranean islands and southern 
Europe, it is Turkey which has probably had 
the most constant, long-term and consistent 
contact with the modern West and, clearly, 
it is a part of the Muslim world which has 
been exposed to great potential for change 
in its physical environment. This potential 
for architectural transformation did not 
occur in the face of a vacuum, but came into 
direct contact with one of the great centres 
of Islamic civilization with a magnificent 
heritage of aesthetic achievement. 

Turkey has always been an internationally 
recognized centre of exceptional architecture 
and will remain a treasure-house of great 
Ottoman monuments. These have served in 
the past and will continue in the future as 
sources of inspiration for architects all over 
the world. 

A second reason for choosing Turkey for 
this seminar is that this is one of the Islamic 
countries which has the longest and best 
established traditions of modern architecture 
and modern architectural schools. This fact 
is widely recognized, and is witnessed by the 
large number of buildings designed by 
Turkish architects in other countries of the 
Islamic world Thus, because of her exposure 
to the modern West and her own archi
tectural traditions, Turkey as a nation and 
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her architects in particular have been sub
stantially and extensively exposed to the 
problems of transformation and change in 
all aspects of the built environment, includ
ing design, materials, and social and climatic 
environments. Yet another reason for select
ing Turkey as our venue is that, while the 
country shares the building boom evident in 
most countries of the Islamic world, com
mendable efforts are also being made here in 
the restoration of great monuments and in 
the conservation and rehabilitation of whole 
habitats. 

I would like to inform you of my purpose in 
establishing the Aga Khan Award for Archi
tecture, to put this seminar into perspective 
in relation to the wider problem facing us
that of defining what physical environment 
future generations of Muslims will have 
around them in the years ahead. Will it be 
an environment made of spontaneous and 
fortuitous building, or will it be one to 
which all thinking Muslims have made 
meaningful contributions based on their 
faith, their background, their customs and 
their aspirations? 

My interest in architecture is practical and 
aesthetic. The Ismaili community of which I 
am the Imam is relatively small, but 
possesses members in a large number of 
countries both East and West. It is in daily 
contact with an extremely diverse range of 
Muslim as well as non-Muslim societies, 
and is therefore exposed to an unusually 
broad cross-section of religious, linguistic, 
social and cultural influences. It is a com
munity united by a common interpretation 
of Islam, a significant aspect of which is its 
dynamism. In most countries where Ismailis 
live they have been active in building for the 
future schools, medical complexes, housing 
colonies and other welfare institutions. 
These institutions are used predominantly 
by Ismailis, but also by other Muslims and 
people of disparate races and beliefs. As 
Imam, I have therefore been directly and 
intensively concerned with the process of 
building. The scale of this building has 
ranged from a nursery school for a small 
town in northern Tanzania to a 680-bed 
hospital and medical college now under 
construction in Karachi. Whenever we con
ceive of a new building, whether small or 
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large, social or commercial in purpose, the 
same question recurs: what is the impact 
that the building should have on the eyes, 
minds and thoughts of those who will see 
and use it? 

The specific design requirements of nursery 
schools, hospitals, offices or industrial build
ings are better understood today than ever 
before. Nevertheless, the degree to which 
modern buildings, constructed by Muslims 
and primarily for the use of Muslims, should 
incorporate design disciplines and aesthetic 
considerations which are specifically Islamic 
remains unclear. In what way should they, 
or can they, become intrinsically different 
from those architectural styles adopted by 
other societies and other faiths in non
Muslim parts of the world? 

I am not speaking here of factors such as 
climatic conditions, physical environment or 
the availability of land. Any moderately 
competent architect would take these limi
tations into consideration during the design 
stage of his project. I am looking for some
thing much harder to define. It is an evoca
tion partly of our faith, partly of our 
culture, partly of our history and partly of 
our aspirations. Our history is firmly rooted, 
our culture evolving and our faith strong 
and permanent; surely these have an impact 
on our modern lives and sensibilities. 
Should they not be reflected in a happy and 
harmonious way in our buildings, in the 
different environments which make up the 
cities, towns and villages of modern Islam? 

All cultures naturally influence each other to 
a greater or lesser degree; the strongest are 
those in which the dominant elements 
remain dominant and refuse to be over
whelmed by external forces. They become 
stronger still when they retain the ability to 
select, to absorb that which invigorates and 
enriches and to reject that which is inimi
cable. This is what the Western world did in 
building upon the stronger Muslim civiliza
tion to pull itself out of the Middle Ages. I 
venture to suggest that this be the process by 
which Islamic architects and designers 
develop a physical environment, one which 
will make of their institutions, their work 
places, their houses and gardens something 
which future generations may look upon as 
a true reflection of the spirit of Islam. 
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The contemporary Muslim world faces a 
fundamental and unique challenge in de
termining its future physical environment. 
Sudden affluence and rapid demographic 
growth and urbanization have resulted in an 
unprecedented rate of building activity. In 
many Muslim countries, the next two 
decades will see a radical large-scale trans
formation of the urban physical fabric. 
Many of these countries have emerged 
suddenly from a colonial era, and are 
searching for identities of their own. Partly 
because Muslims enjoy such a rich and 
diverse cultural heritage, and partly because 
of the dynamics of the Islamic faith, I am 
confident that this identity will emerge 
quickly-not simply in economic or political 
terms, but in the physical environment as 
well. 

It is an inescapable fact that one always 
knows when one is in the presence of Islamic 
civilization. The specific elements which 
make Islamic cities and buildings both 
beautiful and functional must be researched 
and defined, so that we can continue the 
traditions of our ancestors. We must ask 
ourselves how we can prevent future archi
tectural development from accelerating the 
loss of our cultural identity. These are 
indeed universal problems, but they require 
solutions within an Islamic context. We are 
not looking for a fayade of Islamic archi
tecture, hiding the new behind a shallow 
imitation of the old. Nor are we looking for 
an Islamic city which conforms to an out
dated and unrealistic system of organization 
and human relations. We must acknowledge 
that the world is changing, but in so doing 
we must realize that there are still many 
lessons to be drawn from the past. Whatever 
design solutions we choose should be con
ceived in such a manner as to allow evolu
tion and progress to orient us toward the 
future, rather than retreat into the past for 
its own sake. 

In closing the first seminar I said that any 
man or woman who professes the Shahada 
is a Muslim. Yet because we are so nu
merous, live in so many parts of the world, 
speak such different languages and are of 
such different racia-l and cultural origins, I 
am profoundly convinced that there is no 
such thing as one type of Muslim environ-
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ment or one type of Muslim building. Each 
region of the Islamic world must create its 
own architectural solutions, but just as we 
are all enjoined to help the needy, the sick 
and the poor, so I think we must all assist in 
a challenging but fundamentally important 
task. We must demand from our respective 
national decision makers, our architects, our 
planners and our landscape architects an 
environment in which we can live, work and 
practice the precepts of our faith harmoni
ously and to the fullest. 

This seminar will discuss one of the most 
fundamental issues in achieving that goal, 
the architectural transformation in the 
Islamic world. I would like to formally open 
this meeting by expressing a deep personal 
wish: that our objectives not be considered 
simply in terms of the survival of the Islamic 
heritage in building forms, but as an attempt 
to stimulate in the architectural profession 
and among its teachers an exciting and ful
filling thought process, one which will 
develop a momentum of its own and become 
an almost instinctive manner of expression 
for any architect designing anywhere in the 
Islamic world. 

There are no easy formulae and no simple 
solutions to the questions we are putting to 
ourselves during this seminar, nor to those 
raised at seminars which will follow before 
the first prizes are awarded in 1980. We are 
setting ourselves an exceptionally ambitious 
goal-that of rediscovering and drawing 
afresh upon the inner inspirations which 
were the source of architectural greatness in 
the Islamic world. 



Permit me to thank Your Highness for your 
kind words of welcome and for your splen
did hospitality. I transmit to you the warm 
greetings of the Director General of 
UNESCO, Mr. Amadou Mahtar M'Bow; 
he extends his best wishes for a fruitful and 
successful meeting whose objectives coin
cide fully with UNESCO's own ideals. 

The aim of this seminar is to analyze 
architectural transformation in the Islamic 
world. This is a subject that concerns 
UNESCO, since the continued existence of 
the Islamic cultural heritage, as represented 
by the historical monuments and sites con
structed by that civilization, is today at 
stake. It is seriously threatened with dis
figurement and destruction due to a variety 
of both psychological and economic factors. 
Culturally speaking, the Islamic countries 
suffer from something of an inferiority 
complex with regard to Western standards 
and values; they downgrade, disregard, and 
in some extreme cases are even ashamed of 
their own past. Added to this negative 
attitude are socioeconomic factors such as 
population pressure, a growing prosperity 
that encourages land speculation and the 
exaggerated use of the automobile, which 
further disrupt the harmonious organiza
tion of Islamic cities. New and unimagina
tive architectural styles and urban patterns 
have invaded the Islamic countries, without 
the slightest attention being paid to the 
specific character, customs and habits of 
their peoples. 

The structures and traditions of many his
toric cities have been destroyed in the names 
of progress and modernization, slum clear
ance, traffic improvement and exploitation 
of rising land values. The city has been 
relegated to the status of a fixed-term 
investment that is required to produce quick 
returns. Governments, in their quest to 
modernize through rapid industrialization, 
have encourage.d the intrusion of these new 
values and have given scant attention to the 
conservation of the cultural heritage. Yet the 
necessity of preserving-or in some cases 
rediscovering-the artistic and cultural 
heritage should be self-evident, and should 
indeed be a high governmental priority. 

The principal reason for safeguarding the 
visual image of the past, in the form of 
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monuments and historic quarters, is not 
only the intrinsic beauty and harmony of 
what is to be preserved, but above all the 
identity and personality which these 
monuments relay. Maintaining a sense of 
historical continuity is essential, especially at 
a time when the Islamic countries are striv
ing for cultural identity and survival in the 
face of standardized values, mass-produced 
culture and alien influences. 

The historic towns, sites and buildings stand 
out as striking examples of authenticity at a 
time when new urban development is in
creasingly impersonal and unimaginative. 
Their disfigurement or demolition through 
neglect, ignorance, deliberate indifference, 
shortsighted policies and vandalism has led 
to the eradication of whole chapters of 
national history. We appear to have no 
confidence left in our values, our history or' 
our culture, and no respect for the heritage 
of our forefathers. If the cultural capital 
represented by historic sites is completely 
mutilated or annihilated, coming genera
tions will be impoverished. We shall be 
responsible if nothing has been done to 
prevent this cultural suicide. 

Practically speaking, architects and town 
planners faced with the demands of a 
rapidly evolving world have paid less and 
less attention to the problems of conserva
tion. They are therefore largely responsible 
for the disfigurement of the urban landscape 
and, indirectly, for the deterioration of the 
quality of life in the cities. One doubts 
whether the essentialiy Western approach 
employed by most Muslim architects and 
planners is the most appropriate to the 
Islamic city structure, and to the existing 
cultural and social character of its inhabi
tants. Architects and planners, deploring the 
break with historic~l tradition which has 
arisen from the pursuit of technical func
tionalism, are reverting more and more to 
the study of the values of the past in order 
to apply them when building for the future. 
It is in this search for architectural rele
vance, amidst the alienated urban environ
ment of present-day Islamic cities, that the 
Aga Khan Award will playa preeminent 
role. This seminar can be considered a 
significant milestone, reviving interest in the 
Islamic architectural heritage and offering 

guidelines for consideration by architects 
and city planners. 
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A symposium on the conservation of Islamic 
Cairo will be held shortly; it aims to arouse 
interest among official Egyptian circles in 
their more recent past, the last vestiges of 
which are rapidly vanishing. Along the same 
lines, the Division of Cultural Heritage at 
UNESCO is organizing a meeting to be held 
next year on problems related to the con
servation and restoration of the Islamic 
architectural heritage. The Award seminar 
in Istanbul will no dOUbt contribute in 
valuable ways to the UNESCO meeting. 

Finally, may I once again express 
UNESCO's deep appreciation to Your 
Highness for the timely inception of the 
Award. This noble endeavour to encourage 
imaginative projects related to the cultural 
and social environment will contribute 
greatly to the rehabilitation of the Islamic 
architectural heritage. For this UNESCO is 
sincerely grateful, as are, I am sure, all those 
present here today. 


